Letters to the Editor
Norman E. Borlaug's defence of DDT
We have received many letters from readers after the publication of Norman E. Borlaug's article, "In Defence of DDT", in our February 1972 issue. Pursuing our policy of objectivity we devote this month's letters' page to readers' views on the subject.
AGAINST ALL EXCESSES
Sir,
The "Unesco Courier" has given spectacular prominence to the address on DDT delivered by Dr. Norman E. Borlaug at the Food and Agriculture Organization in Rome. The striking cover of the February issues dazzles the wader with references to the Nobel Peace Prize and the "Green Revolution" (still a highly controversial subject though too often presented as a universal panacea for the problem of food production) and suggests that Dr. Borlaug's defence of DDT is infallible and has Unesco's support.
You are sure to have certain reactions from readers. Here is one from the Unesco regional ecologist for Africa, Dr. K. Curry Lindahl.
"I regret," writes Dr. Curry Lindahl, "that the "Unesco Courier' is helping. Dr. Borlaug to spread ideas so lacking in balance and restraint, since everyone will believe that Unesco fully shares his views on this question. I sincerely hope that this is not the case. The whole problem is admirably clarified in that part of Unesco's programme, "Man and the Biosphere", which deals with the use of pesticides and fertilizers in land and water ecosystems. I hope a future article will help to counterbalance Dr. Borlaug's extremist views.
"In my book, 'Conservation for Survival' ", adds Dr. Curry Lindahl, "I make a critical analysis of forecasts on the Green Revolution and its possibilities for feeding the future world population. The forecasts are pure fantasy."
As for myself, I can well understand Dr. Borlaug's attitude for he must be exasperated by the excesses, incoherence and Irresponsibility of those who want to ban DDT at all costs. But in his desire to emphasize the positive role played by DDT in solving some of the difficult problems of health and of food production, he goes to the other extreme, since sensationalism appears today to be the best means of obtaining a wide audience through the mass media. I do not believe that extremist attitudes, even though they have a great ability to stimulate people, will advance the truth which is necessarily more complex and more nuance.
M. Batisse
Director, Natural Resources Research Division, Unesco, Paris
We would remind readers that each Issue of the "Unesco Courier" 'states, on page 3: "Signed articles express the opinions of the authors and do not necessarily represent the opinions of Unesco or those of the Editors of the 'Unesco Courier'." The Editors have
always been opposed to sensationalism and were in no sense guided by it in publishing Dr. Borlaug's text.—Editor.
CALAMITOUS SIDE-EFFECTS
Sir,
"Minute amounts of pesticides such as DDT have been found to Inhibit photosynthesis in marine algae by 75 per cent." This quote is from the "Unesco Courier" (August 1970). In highly fertilized fields, Swedish scientists have found crops containing 13 times more nitrate than the safety limit allowed for potable water. Should we risk losing the rich harvests of the oceans in order to gain a surplus of grain which might well contain unacceptable amounts of nitrates as well as residues of pesticides, and be lacking in vital trace elements not present in the fertilizers into the bargain?
In a year when the United Nations is sponsoring a conference on the Human Environment, your February 1972 cover story is in defence of DDT. How wonderful It would be if we could go on believing that DDT is as marvellous as we first had come to think I Referring to the calamitous side-effects of durable pesticides, synthetic detergents and the internal combustion engine, Rene Dubos, in your January 1969 issue, pointed out what we all have to admit, that "most of the environmental problems which now plague technological civilization derive from discoveries and decisions made to solve other problems and to enlarge human life."
However, in your March 1969 issue, Gene Gregory was given space, to explain the opportunities for investment in developing countries in supplying kits of new "miracle seed" varieties along with the fertilizers and Insecticides upon which their fruition is dependent. "This novel distribution concept presents a special challenge to abilities of international corporate enterprises to develop the joint marketing facilities." In your Issue of June 1971 the same business consultant was privileged to write the cover story praising the wonders of modern chemistry, these including DDT.
The Green Revolution must come to rely on plant breeds resistant to pests, not on breeds relying on the massive application of pesticides. And the "Unesco Courier" must be far more consistent and responsible in Its coverage of these grave—not controversial —matters, pitting the views of 2,200 environmental scientists (July 1971 issue) against those of a single expert in plant breeding.
Gloria Newton Ulf Christensen
Tenk selv - Think for Yourself Oslo, Norway
WE ARE NOT HYSTERICAL
Sir,
Norman Borlaug's defence of DDT seems to be based on a concern for justice and humanity, yet leaves one with considerable misgivings.
There is no doubt that if all today's increased agricultural output, made possible by scientific research, were really devoted to humanitarian instead of speculative ends, Norman Borlaug's idea for setting up international granaries of food reserves would have been put into practice long ago.
Those who defend the environment are not composed exclusively of "hysterical" propagandists opposed to the use of DDT and other pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Among them are those who see nature being despoiled by the spread of wastes of every kind; who watch a flood of harmful products (deodorants, cleaning products and so on) invading the shops. And quite often public health authorities seem to close their eyes to this situation. Should environmentalists who condemn this serious state of affairs be called "hysterical"?
I am very much afraid that statements such as that of Norman Borlaug only serve to encourage those who unscrupulously disregard the social problems plaguing us today and enable them to justify their actions in the name of technological progress while the real problems are swept under the carpet.
M. J. Goldman Clichy, France
ALTERNATIVES TO DDT
Sir,
In the face of such a global problem as the effects of DDT and other pesticides, one can only regret that Norman Borlaug gave such a controversial tone to his article.
In the short term, according to the World Health Organization, the banning of these products would be catastrophic for mankind, an opinion with which many of those who seek to defend nature would agree. But to claim that only the "hysterical environmentalists" are worried about the long term effects of pesticides is quite ridiculous.
Norman Borlaug scarcely touches on the use of biological control of insect pests, and then merely to hold it up to ridicule. Yet surely an Integrated campaign using natural predators and a genetic control of insect pests would help to limit the harmful effects of an exclusively chemical attack.
Other institutions besides WHO have carried out significant research on this question, for example, the French National Institute of Agronomic Research, Why not publish some of their findings?
P. Kergadallan
Val   d'Yerres   Nature
Defence Committee
Brunoy, France
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